Troubles Announcements and Reasons for Calling: Initial Actions in Opening Sequences in Calls to a National Children's Helpline by Emmison, Michael & Danby, Susan
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/ 
Emmison, Michael and Danby, Susan J. (2007) 'Troubles announcements' and 
'reasons for calling': initial actions in opening sequences in calls to a national 
children's helpline. Research on Language & Social Interaction 40(1):pp. 63-87. 
 
          © Copyright 2007 Taylor & Francis 
This is an electronic version of an article published in [Research on Language & 
Social Interaction 40(1):pp. 63-87]. [Research on Language & Social Interaction] 
is available online at informaworldTM with 
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t775653697 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
'Troubles announcements' and 'reasons for calling': 
initial actions in opening sequences in calls to a national children's 
helpline 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Michael Emmison* and Susan Danby** 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* School of Social Science, The University of Queensland 
** Centre for Learning Innovation, Queensland University of Technology 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 2
 
Troubles announcements and reasons for calling: initial actions in opening 
sequences on a national children’s helpline 
 
Calls to emergency assistance providers, and helplines more generally, have typically 
been analysed from the assumption that for both caller and call taker the primary 
orientation is the reason for the call. For the caller, this is one of seeking, and for the 
call taker that of attempting to provide, some particular specified help, assistance or 
advice.  This paper draws on the opening sequences on calls to Kids Help Line, a 
national Australian helpline and counselling service for children and young persons 
aged between five and eighteen, to show this assumption as problematic for this 
service. The helpline operates from a child-centred organisational philosophy, ‘we 
care - we listen’,  rather than ‘we can solve your problems’.  Unlike many helplines 
where an explicit offer of help is made in the call taker’s opening turn, the Kids Help 
Line counsellors provide only an organizational identification. The consequence of 
this design is that the onus is placed on the caller to account for the call, a process 
which typically involves the announcement or description of a trouble or problem and 
then, delivered separately, a specific reason for the call.  In particular we identify one 
construction in which the caller formulates their reason for the call with a claim to the 
effect that they ‘do not to know what to do’.  Utterances such as this work, we argue,  
as sequence closing devices,  a method by which the caller demonstrates the trouble 
has been adequately described and that they are now ready for counselling advice. We 
investigate the structural and sequential features of the opening turns which provide 
for the occurrence of this particular accounting work.  
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'Troubles announcements' and 'reasons for calling': 
initial actions in opening sequences in calls to a national children's helpline 
 
In this article we examine calls made to Kids Help Line,  a national Australian 
helpline and counselling service for children and young persons. Our focus lies with 
the opening sequences of these calls and, in particular, with the explication of a 
number of phenomena that these openings routinely exhibit.  We have two primary 
themes which we address in our analysis of these calls. The first suggests that the 
unitary concept of the ‘reason for the call’ is too blunt an instrument for the dissection 
of the interactional complexities characteristic of this helpline.  In its place we argue 
for a distinction between the trouble or problem, which serves as the overall context 
for the call, and the more specific reason for why the call is being made at this 
moment.  We aim to identify the sequential features of the opening turns which 
provide for the occurrence of this particular form of ‘accounting work’.  
 
Interwoven with this analysis is our second and more general theme, which is 
to document the ways in which the openings sequences in these calls depart not only 
from the observed regularities in calls to emergency assistance providers (eg Whalen 
& Zimmerman, 1987; Wakin & Zimmerman, 1999, Zimmerman, 1992), but from the 
openings typical of calls to many helplines which offer more utilitarian forms of 
assistance and advice (eg Baker, Emmison & Firth, 2001). We argue that the openings 
to Kids Help Line have a characteristically hybrid form in that they contain features 
which are found in both ordinary telephone openings and in emergency help dispatch 
calls.  We aim to show that this hybrid structure, which places much more onus and 
responsibility on the child or young person to account for their call,  is a crucial way 
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in which the helpline’s philosophy - ‘we care we listen’ - is, from the point of first 
contact,  topicalised and ‘accountably talked into being’ (Heritage, 1984, p. 290). 
The helpline’s describes its mission as one of assisting clients to develop 
strategies and skills which enable them to more effectively manage their own lives 
and the two values which underpin this mission are identified as empowerment and 
child-centred practice.  Central to these values is the construction of the child as 
someone who is capable of understanding the consequences of their actions and 
making appropriate decisions on their own behalf. The counsellors’ core work goal is 
thus not to directly advise their young clients but to assist them in finding their own 
solutions to their problems.  In what we refer to later as ‘the paradox of interaction’ 
the counsellors manage to avoid proffering advice despite frequently being asked for 
this to be given.  Our task in the paper is to show how such explicit requests come to 
be made and how they constitute an interactionally appropriate reason for the call.  
We look first at the existing research on call openings in ordinary conversation and 
the specialisation which characterises openings in calls for emergency assistance.  We 
then turn to our data from the children’s helpline openings and explore their hybrid 
features in more detail. 
 
TELEPHONE CALL OPENINGS 
The opening sequences of telephone conversations have been identified as 
strategic sites for investigation by scholars in the field of language and social 
interaction and, accordingly, have been granted a good deal of analytic attention (eg 
Schegloff, 1979; 1986). Although telephone openings share many features of 
interactional openings in general, their reliance on the spoken medium as the sole 
vehicle for conduct rather than the more complex visual dimensions of talk in 
 5
interaction confers distinct methodological advantages to telephone talk over the 
study of face to face conversational beginnings.  As Schegloff (1986) has noted, 
investigators are thus relieved of the difficult problems posed by the analysis of such 
matters as gesture, posture and expression ‘while not omitting anything in the 
interactants’ conduct which is a resource for them’ (Schegloff, 1986, p. 112).  A wide 
range of tasks and activities have been shown to be carried out in these opening 
sequences.  Inter alia research has considered such matters as the achievement of 
coordinated entry, the work of identification and recognition, the establishment or 
reestablishment of the relationship of the parties to the call, and how the business of 
the first topic or the ‘reason for the call’ is determined.   What Schegloff (1986) has 
referred to as the ‘canonical order of sequences’ (p. 116) for non-institutional 
telephone openings – a summons/answer sequence, an identification sequence, a 
greetings sequence and an exchange of ‘howareyous’ - after which is reached the 
‘anchor position’, the slot for the initiation of first topic,  has been shown to be robust 
and, with minor variations, cross-culturally stable (Hopper & Chen, 1996; Houtkoop-
Steenstra, 1991; Lindstrom, 1994).1 
 
Telephone openings in calls in institutional settings surprisingly have not 
attracted much research interest. Prominent amongst the concerns here has been the 
issue of the ways in which calls to, for example,  emergency assistance or other forms 
of service providers exhibit systematic departures from the canonical order of 
sequences in ordinary calls.  Wakin and Zimmerman (1999) (see also Whalen & 
Zimmerman, 1987) have shown that calls to emergency and directory assistance 
display both reductions and specialization with respect to the sequences and utterance 
types in ordinary telephone calls. Reduction refers to ‘the recurrent omission of 
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elements of some standard sequence’ (Wakin & Zimmerman, 1999, p. 411) whilst 
specialization embraces ‘the regular use of specific utterance types in particular 
sequential locations’ (Wakin & Zimmerman, 1999, p. 411).  In the case of calls to 
emergency assistance providers reduction may be evident in the absence of greetings 
and howareyous and in elements of the canonical sequence being ‘interlocked’ as 
opposed to being ‘serially organised’ (Wakin & Zimmerman, p. 417). For example, 
one utterance may serve as both an ‘answer’ to the summons of the ring and a 
categorical ‘identification’.  Specialization is most clearly evident in calls to directory 
assistance numbers where the replacement of voiced turns through technological 
innovations yield turn-types which serve to economically align the interactants as 
service recipients and establish the monofocal institutional agenda of the calls.  
 
In addition to the work dealing with the requests for emergency help, an 
emerging strand of conversation analytic (CA) literature (which includes the papers in 
the current volume) has begun to consider aspects of calls to helplines where the 
provision of assistance lies not so much in the dispatch of some 3rd party (police, 
ambulance, fire brigade etc) but in the form of verbal advice on how to manage, 
resolve or otherwise handle a problem or trouble which the caller has encountered 
(e.g. Baker, Emmison & Firth, 2001;  2005).  More accurately this burgeoning interest 
in helpline interaction marks a return to the intellectual roots of CA. Sacks’s first 
inquiries into the organization of conversation were based upon his observations of 
calls to a suicide prevention helpline.  Although Sacks’s initial concerns lay more in 
the explication of suicidal callers’ invocation of membership categories through 
which they could rationally depict themselves as having ‘no one to turn to’(e.g. Sacks, 
1967), he subsequently came to focus on the more sequential and reflexive aspects of 
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the helpline interaction which became the principal topic of CA over the next decades.  
For example, he noted that certain utterances are understood with reference to 
particular roles and that expressions such as ‘May I help you’ are ‘manifestly 
organizational’ (Sacks, 1992, Vol 1, p. 10).  The implications of this for the case of 
Kids Help Line where no offer of help is made are teased out shortly.  
 
Callers’ initial actions on helplines have been shown to display considerable 
local context sensitivity.  In research with parallels to that reported in the present 
article, Potter and Hepburn (2003) have shown that callers to a UK child protection 
helpline will typically preface the announcement of the reason for their call by 
indicating that they have some ‘concerns’.  Utterances such as ‘I’m a bit concerned’ 
work, they argue,  to establish the caller as one who has a legitimate reason for 
contacting the service rather than a ‘busybody’, someone meddling in others’ private 
lives. In addition they orient to the epistemological asymmetries between the caller 
and the call taker. That is, it is the caller who has knowledge of the particular events 
or activities that have occasioned the call, knowledge that call taker is dependent 
upon. However it is the call taker who is knowledgeable about the intricacies of child 
protection work and who is a position to assess which reports require further action. 
‘Concern constructions’ attend neatly to these epistemological asymmetries. By 
starting with this construction rather than a factual assertion of some problem, callers 
thereby assign priority to the child protection officer call taker in unpacking the 
implied seriousness of the report and the determination of the appropriate 
intervention. 
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DATA AND RESEARCH SETTING 
 
The present paper seeks to build upon the existing work on calls in 
institutional settings, and to helplines more specifically, by examining the initial 
actions which take place on Kids Help Line, a national Australian helpline and 
counselling service for children and young adults. The calls we examine are part of a 
larger corpus in excess of 200 calls collected at intervals over the period 2000 to 
2003.  The calls were recorded by the helpline as part of their ongoing program of 
professional development and are used for quality control and training purposes and 
copies of the audio tapes were made available to the authors.  The calls were 
transcribed employing the standard Jeffersonian notation system.  
 
 Kids Help Line is the only national helpline within Australia catering 
specifically for children and young persons.  It has been in existence since 1991 and 
currently receives over 1 million calls a year but has the capacity to answer 
approximately 400,000.  It has recently introduced email and a web-based counselling 
system as alternative methods, but 95 percent of contact is still made via the 
telephone.  The helpline operates on a 24 hour basis.  The call takers are tertiary 
educated counsellors who receive further training in-house.  The age range of callers 
is approximately 5 to 18 years.  The topics covered in the calls reflects this age range 
but the majority involve problems in relationships with parents, siblings and friends, 
bullying and teasing, puberty and sexual maturation, as well as more serious issues 
such as drug use, abuse, mental health. In most cases the caller is inquiring about an 
issue directly affecting self but calls are made also where the problem or trouble is 
one being experienced by a friend or sibling.   
DATA AND ANALYSIS OF CALL OPENINGS 
In order to begin our demonstration of  the hybrid character of the Kids Help 
Line opening sequences, we look first at an opening to an ordinary call and then at one 
to an emergency assistance provider which exhibits reduction and specialization.  We 
shall later compare the openings to Kids Help Line with those to the computer 
software helpline examined by Baker, Emmison and Firth (2001). 
 
Excerpt 1 shows a typical opening sequence from an ordinary call whilst excerpt 2 
shows the more specialized opening from an emergency call.  
1. [item 247 – from Schegloff, 1986, p. 115] 
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00 ((ring)) Summons 
01 Hallo, Answer 
02 Hello Jim?  
03 Yeah, Identification/Recognition 
04 ’s Bonnie  
05 Hi, Greeting 
06 Hi, how are yuh  
07 Fine, how’re you, ‘Howareyou’ 
08 Oh, okay I guess  
09 Oh okay  
10 Uhm (0.2) what are you doing New Year’s Eve. First Topic 
 
2. [item Mid City 10 (6.46) – from Wakin & Zimmerman, 1999, p. 416] 
00  ((ring)) Summons 
01 D: Mid-City emergency Answer/Identification 
02  (0.1)  
03 C: U::m yeah Acknowledgment/ 
04  Somebody just vandalized my car First Topic – Reason for Call 
 
The emergency call in excerpt 2 displays reduction – the absence of a greeting 
and a ‘howareyou’ - as well as the interlocking of turns which are serially organised in 
the ordinary call.  D’s first turn on line 1 serves as both an answer to the summons and 
an institutional categorical identification. Note also that although it requires 10 turns 
to get to first topic in the ordinary call this is achieved as early as turn 2 in the 
emergency assistance call – the caller’s first turn. 
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Zimmerman (1991) has also observed that, in the case of calls for emergency 
help, ‘the call is initiated through a “pre-beginning” constituted by a C’s act of dialing 
an advertised emergency number’ (p. 432).  This means that call takers for emergency 
numbers are already primed to hear or expect a request for help or assistance before 
the caller even speaks.   
 
Emergency calls, further, exhibit a rapid move towards the announcement of 
the reason for the call. As seen in example 2, this can occur as early as the caller’s 
first turn following an acknowledgment of the CT’s identification. Reasons for calls 
can take a number of different forms.  The simplest is a direct request in which the 
caller directly asks for medical or police help: 
 
C: I need the paramedics please? 
C: Would you send the police to … 
C: We’d like you to send an ambulance out, 
  
Zimmerman comments that ‘these requests, while they intimate that some type 
of policeable trouble or medical emergency is involved, do not specify the exact 
nature of the problem.  Indeed, they project a particular response without providing 
for its warrant’ (Zimmerman, 1991, p. 436).   
 
A second way in which the reason for call is announced is in the format of a 
report in which a trouble is named by using a single category such as a house break-in 
or vehicle accident:  
C: I want to report a three car accident at … 
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Third, callers may offer a more extended description of an event hearable as a 
problem for which emergency assistance might be appropriately sought: 
 
C: In thuh YMCA parking lot there uh bunchuh teenagers right now 
vandalizing my ca:r, 
 
Finally, the reason for the call can be in a narrative form in which the 
caller builds a more extended description of some sequences of events that 
culminates in a possible trouble: 
 
C: Hi um (.) I’m uh (.) I work at the University Hospital and I was riding my 
bike home tanight from (.) work 
CT: Mm 
C: bout (.) ten minutes ago, .hh as I was riding past Mercy Hospital (.) which 
is uh few blocks from there .hh ( ) um () I thinkuh couple vans full uh 
kids pulled up (.) and started um (.) they went down thuh tail an(h)d are 
beating up people down there I’m not sure (.) but it sounded like 
(something) .hh 
 
The openings to Kids Help Line calls differ from the emergency calls in a 
number of significant respects. Perhaps most notably is the way that callers 
differentiate between the trouble or problem they have encountered and a specific 
reason for why the call is being made. In the data excerpts, we present the counsellors 
are referred to as CT and the callers as C.  Excerpt 3 shows an example of an opening 
and annotates the actions which are being undertaken:  
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3. Call 1_1_3 
 
01  (phone rings) Summons 
02 CT: Hi there Kids Help line, Answer/identification 
03  (0.6)  
04 C: Hello um Greetings 
05  (0.4) 
06  My friend? just got kicked out of 
07  home and she’s got like nowhere to  
08  sta(hh:)ay.  
09 CT: Mmm, 
10 C: And um (0.6) she doesn’t and she wants 
11  to make a few phone calls but she’s 
12  got no money on her pho:ne. 
13  (1.0) 
14 CT: Right, 
 
 
 
 
Troubles Announcement 
and Minimal Receipt 
15 C: And we don’t know what to do. Reason for Call 
16  (1.0)  
17 CT: Okay,  
18  (0.8)  
19 CT: Whereabouts are you, Information Seeking 
 
 
 
The caller in this case is a girl aged in her mid teens. Observe first that, in its 
overall shape, the call exhibits features that are found in both ordinary telephone calls 
and those to emergency assistance providers.  For example, as found in an ordinary 
call,  the parties do exchange greetings. In this call there is no ‘howareyou’ sequence 
but these are evident in many other calls in our corpus.  Following the greetings the 
caller produces an outline of a trouble which is this case concerns one of her friends. 
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The trouble is announced in a narrative format (see Danby & Emmison, in press, for 
further discussion), which has some similarities to that described by Zimmerman 
(1991) for emergency calls in that it is ordered as a series of events:  her friend has 
been ‘kicked out of home’, she has no place to stay, she wants to make phone calls, 
but her mobile phone has no more credit on it. What is different about the Kids Help 
Line call is that the C does not let the narrative itself stand as the reason she is calling.  
After a significant pause (line 13) and an acknowledgement by CT (‘Right’ line 14) 
on line 15 she then accounts for the call by explicitly stating that they have contacted 
the helpline because they don’t know what to do.  This is the reason for the call. It is 
the distinction between these two components, the trouble and the reason, in the 
caller’s opening turns that is the primary focus of the article. We examine in more 
detail how the trouble or problem and the reason for the call come to be built and how 
they accomplish this work of accounting for the call.  We first present some additional 
examples of the call openings where the same generic features can be observed.  
 
 
4. Call 9_1_8 
 
 
CT: Kids Help Line, 1 
C: Hello? um- 2 
CT: Hello, 3 
C: Um (.) a::::w my (.) my (.) one of my friends ri::ght? 4 
CT: Mhmm, 5 
C: She gave me um her (.) eyeliner to mi:nd (.) [and 6 
CT:           [She gave you 7 
what? 8 
C: Eyeliner. 9 
CT: Oh yeah, 10 
 7
C: Yeah (.) and (0.5) >I popped it in my bag< and it fell through 11 
because I had a little hole in my ba:g= 12 
CT: O[:::h no:::. 13 
C:  [=and now she’s (.) like (.) blaming me?  14 
CT: Arh::hh,  15 
C: °An’ ‘vrything° (.) and she reckons that <I owe her fifteen 16 
dollars> becus the eyeliner cost her fifteen dollars (0.5) an’ 17 
(1.0) erm (.) now she reckons that she’s going to put me in 18 
hospital=like bash me up? 19 
 (0.6) 20 
CT: Orh oka::y (0.4) she’s rilly angry isn’t she, 21 
C: Yeh I know an’ I don’t know what to do.22 
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5. Call 2_1_11  
 
CT: Hi Kid’s Help Line, 1 
 (0.2) 2 
C: .hh hi Um gidday how are you, 3 
CT: Hullo (.) good thanks, 4 
C: Um look (.) I’m just a bit worried right now .hh 5 
CT: Mm hm, 6 
C: I’m in a stage of my life (0.2)where I’m um (.) developing 7 
(0.4) I don’t know (.) different like to the rest of the boys 8 
in my class? 9 
CT: Mm, 10 
C: A:and I (.) it’s sort of becoming like (0.4)I wait for them (.) 11 
to get to me (0.2)and tease me? 12 
CT: Okay, 13 
C: It’s become really irritating now, 14 
 (0.2) 15 
CT: ˚Right˚, 16 
 (1.0) 17 
C: I dunno what to do.18 
 
 
6 Call 17_1_3 
 
CT: Hello=Kids Help Line, 1 
C: Yeah=u:m. I’ve got a problem  2 
(0.2)  3 
.hh at scho:ol I’m always being tea:sed (.) about my weight=I’m 4 
a very big girl and I don’t know what to do5 
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As an initial gloss of these four examples we propose the following model operates 
for the structure of the opening turns: 
 
 
(ring) Summons 
CT Answer and Institutional Identification 
C/CT Greetings Exchange 
C/CT ‘Howareyou’ (optional) 
C/CT Troubles announcement and minimal receipt 
C Reason for the Call 
CT Information Seeking 
 
 
With the exception of the ‘howareyou’ sequence, which appears to be an 
optional component,  this represents the canonical order of sequences found in the 
calls to Kids Help Line.  In this paper we do not propose to comment extensively on 
what happens after the reason for the call is delivered.  There is considerable 
variability in the calls once this point is reached. But what is common to all the calls 
in our corpus which display this structure, and which provides us with a warrant for 
our distinction between the troubles announcement and the reason for the call, is that 
CTs do not contribute to the exchange other than in minimal ways until the reason for 
the call is heard.  Only then do they begin the process of seeking further information 
about the trouble. In this sense, it is the CTs as recipients of the troubles telling, and 
not us as analysts, who in the first instance are the ones who have identified the point 
at which the reason for the call has been reached.  
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FURTHER ANALYSIS OF THE HYBRID OPENING SEQUENCES 
Our argument that Kids Help Line has a hybrid speech exchange system in 
which conversational devices are invoked to accomplish the organization’s 
institutional goals can be observed as early as the CTs’ opening turn.  Here are some 
further examples of the first few turns: 
  
7. 
(rings) 
CT: Hi there Kids Help Line,  
 (0.8) 
C: Um hello .hh um  
(0.2)  
 
8. 
(rings) 
CT: hello Kid's Help line 
 (1.2) 
C: Hello? 
CT: Hi how are you, 
C: Oh I'm good thanks= 
CT: =Yeah? 
C: Yep, 
 
 
9. 
(rings) 
CT: Hi Kids Help Line, 
 (2.2) 
C: HELLO? 
 (.) 
CT: Hello, 
 (0.2) 
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C: HI .hh um 
 
In each call here, the counsellor’s first utterance on answering the phone 
is multifunctional.  It serves, first, as an answer to the phone summons; second it 
serves to identify the organization; and third it can be oriented to as a greeting by 
the caller and developed with a ‘howareyou’ component.  In the Baker, Emmison 
and Firth (2001) computer helpline data, the call taker’s greeting is longer.  It 
typically takes the form:  
 
“Thank you for calling technical support,  
my name is Leena, 
how can I help you?”  
 
As noted above an utterance such as ‘how can I help you’ is manifestly 
hearable as that spoken on behalf of an organization. The provision of a name by 
the call taker in the computer helpline call in no way removes this institutional 
trace for the CT has already announced that she speaks not in a personal capacity 
but on behalf of her employer. Although providing first names might seem an 
ideal way to display a conversational footing, the counsellors on Kids Help Line 
do not do this.  We suggest that the implied ‘conversationality’ of such an 
offering is offset by a more pressing local consideration – to avoid  giving callers 
an implied obligation to provide their names. Such an obligation was noted by 
Sacks in one his earliest lectures in referring to a procedural rule whereby ‘a 
person who speaks first in a telephone conversation can choose their form of 
address, and … thereby chooses the form of address the other uses’ (Sacks, 1992, 
vol 1, p.  4).  Conceivably, if the caller was not a young person but an adult 
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representing an organization, such as a school or probation service, then, 
according to Sacks, the procedural rule would dictate that the caller should offer 
their own organizational membership in the second slot. The counsellors do 
name ‘Kids Help Line’ to confirm that the caller has reached the right place.   
More often than not they say ‘Hi’,- rather than a more formal ‘Hello’-  thus 
inviting a return ‘Hi’ or equivalent in reply, which secures a form of connection.2    
Significantly, they do not propose that the caller needs help (cf. “how can I help 
you?” in the computer helpline).   
 
The design of this initial turn is important.  We have observed that it does 
not include a proposed exchange of names, possibly preserving the notion of 
anonymity, and it does not presuppose that the caller wants help, which might 
seem curious since this is Kids Help Line.  The contrasting form ‘how can I help 
you’ in the computer helpline effectively proposes that the caller begins by 
describing how they can be helped.  The Kids Help Line design avoids this. 
At the same time, the counsellor’s initial greeting suggests that any form of first 
turn by the caller is permissible.  This puts a greater onus on the caller to 
announce what comes next, but it also provides the caller with more choice about 
how to enter into the talk. 
 
In the calls shown in excerpts 3 and 4 above, we observed that there is a 
good deal of similarity in how the talk develops.  In both calls the Cs utilize a 
narrative format (cf. Danby & Emmison, in press) in constructing the accounts of 
their troubles. Moreover these accounts are built in such a way that they can be 
heard as, if not entirely ‘no fault’, then certainly as offering mitigating 
circumstances.   For example in excerpt 3, C depicts her friend as someone who 
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is the victim of others’ actions.  The accommodation difficulties she faces have 
arisen because she has been ‘kicked out of home’ (lines 5-6) rather than 
voluntarily electing to leave her family residence. Being kicked out, moreover, 
implies that – at least for the time being – attempts at reconciliation with her 
parents are not likely and thus the need to contact her friends is even more 
urgent.   In excerpt 4, C first details the circumstances of how she came to be in 
possession of the eyeliner that was subsequently lost.  On line 6, she explains 
that this was in response to a request from her friend who had given her the 
‘eyeliner to mind’; that is, she had no interest in the eyeliner herself and had not 
borrowed it for her own personal use.  Moreover, she had conscientiously tried to 
carry out the responsibility for its safe keeping thrust upon her by putting it in her 
bag (line 11) unaware that this had a ‘little hole’ (line 12) in it which had lead to 
its loss.    
 
Similarly the calls shown in extracts 5 and 6, both dealing with teasing at 
school, have a ‘no-fault’ construction in that both callers appeal to circumstances 
over which they have little control. That is, they propose that the teasing they are 
experiencing is unwarranted because it is targeted at aspects of their status which 
are ascribed (body size and other forms of physical development) rather than 
things they have consciously said or done.  
 
A characteristic feature in the delivery of the troubles announcements by 
callers are pauses and placeholders such as ‘um’, ‘er’ and ‘aw’. The caller’s 
pauses provide interactional spaces for the counsellors to offer receipt and 
acknowledgment tokens such as mm, yeah, and right to show that the counsellor 
is listening. These pauses also offer interactional space for the counsellors to 
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begin speaking substantively, that is, offering something more than listening 
tokens, but this is not what typically occurs in these opening sequences.  For 
example in excerpt 5 C remarks on line 5 that he is ‘just a bit worried right now’. 
We observe that after an initial mm hm? in line 6, the counsellor lets the caller go 
on with the description, even though the caller presented many interactional 
spaces where the counsellor could have inserted questions and made substantive 
comments.  The next 'continuer' from the counsellor, mm in line 9, follows 
interrogative intonation by the caller in line 8, which is hearable as an invitation 
to respond; a further example of this occurs between lines 12 and 13. 
 
The counsellors in these initial turns use mm often. Examples can be 
found, in excerpt 3 on line 9, in excerpt 4 on line 5 and in excerpt 5 on line 10.  
Gardner (1997) shows that mm is oriented to three uses: “as a weak 
acknowledger, as a continuer, and as a weak assessment token” (p. 133). The 
primary purpose of this particular receipt token is to indicate that the listener has 
no problem of comprehension or of hearing the talk (Gardner, 1998).  In 
employing these minimal receipts and continuers, the CT is passing up the 
opportunity to speak, handing the floor back to the caller. In so doing, the CT is 
creating the interactional space for the caller to competently decide how they will 
tell their own troubles and how they want the counsellor to listen to them.  This 
is one important way in which the helpline’s organizational mandate of caring 
through listening is demonstrated. 
 
There are some additional features in the work of the CTs during these 
troubles announcements which deserve further comment.  Rather than receipting 
the callers’ talk in a standardized manner, CTs do exhibit recipient design such 
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that, some of the time, they permit themselves to align more as conversational 
troubles-recipients. In other calls this alignment is more neutral or detached.  It is 
the local particularities of the call that shape the specific alignment that occurs.  
More precisely, the counsellors listen for how the callers want to be heard.  This 
is a crucial skill and is evidenced in the pattern of non-intervention we have 
described above. However it also encompasses the many ways in which 
counsellors design their subsequent turns so as to display they are ‘receiving’ the 
caller’s messages in the way they want to be heard.  We note that the second and 
subsequent turns by the counsellor (after the greeting/hello) typically follow an 
interactional pattern closely resembling the callers, in both the pace and tone of 
the call.  Consider, for example, the following excerpt 10 (taken from call 9_1_8 
and shown first in excerpt 4 above): 
10. call 9_1_8 
 
C: =Um (.) a::::w my (.) my (.) one of my friends ri::ght? 4 
CT: Mm hmm 5 
C: She gave me um her (.) eyeliner to mi:nd (.) [and 6 
CT:           [She gave you 7 
what? 8 
C: Eyeliner. 9 
CT: Oh yeah, 10 
C: Yeah (.) and (0.5) >I popped it in my bag< and it fell through 11 
because I had a little hole in my ba:g= 12 
CT: O[:::h no:::. 13 
C:  [=and now she’s (.) like (.) blaming me?  14 
CT: Arh::hh,15 
  
The trajectory for CT’s alignment with the C here appears to be set by her early 
intervention into the troubles announcement with a clarification request concerning her 
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misunderstanding of ‘eyeliner’ on lines 7 and 8.  She receipts the C’s repeat of this word 
(line 9) with ‘Oh yeah’ on line 10 which serves, as Heritage (1984, pp. 318-319) has 
noted, as one way in which the particle ‘oh’ can be used in casual conversation to exit a 
sequence involving an understanding check.  This conversational footing is maintained 
as further details of the C’s trouble are forthcoming.  She responds to the information 
that the eyeliner had fallen out through a hole in the bag with a further change-of-state 
token, but this time as sympathetic marker of the bad news – ‘O:::h no:::’ (line 13), 
and then on line 15 there is further conversational aligning (‘Arh::hh’) as she responds 
to information that the friend is blaming her for its loss. 
 
However the CT in the call concerning the friend with nowhere to stay (excerpt 
11, first shown in excerpt 3) establishes a different footing where he accepts the caller’s 
news without the same ‘newsworthy’ receipt tokens. His alignment here appears to be 
less that of a conversational troubles-recipient and more of a (potential) service provider 
(cf. Jefferson & Lee, 1981).  
 
11. call 1_1_3 
 
C: My friend? just got kicked out of ho:me and she’s got like 5 
nowhere to sta(hh::)ay. 6 
CT: Mm, 7 
C: And um  8 
(0.6) 9 
C: She doesn’t and she wants to make a few phone calls but she’s 10 
got no money on her phone 11 
(1.0) 12 
CT: Right 13 
C: And we don’t know what to do. 14 
(1.0) 15 
CT: Okay 16 
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(0.8) 17 
CT: Whereabouts are you,18 
 
In contrast to the previous call in which the trouble concerns – at least in the 
early stages of its telling – a relatively innocuous matter, the caller in excerpt 11 
has announced news that might elsewhere be treated with alarm or some similar 
concern: a young person has been kicked out of home and she has nowhere to 
stay.3   However the counsellor does not express any surprise or evaluation of 
this news, and instead uses the semantically empty mm (Gardner, 1997, p. 132) 
to acknowledge its receipt (line 7).  Similarly the additional information 
concerning her inability to make calls on her mobile phone is also receipted – 
after a one second pause – with a further neutral acknowledgment token (‘right’, 
line 13).  As noted above,  we suggest that the CT hears the statement ‘and we 
don’t know what to do’ (on line 14) as the specific reason for the call as this 
is receipted by an agenda moving ‘okay’ on line 16 and the commencement of 
the information seeking phase of the call with his question, ‘whereabouts are 
you’, on line 18.4   
 
‘I DON’T KNOW WHAT TO DO’: A SEQUENCE CLOSING DEVICE 
In each of the call openings shown (excerpts 3, 4,5 and 6) the caller has used 
an almost identical format in what we have identified as the reason for the call – a 
statement along the lines of,  I/we ‘don’t know what to do’. This is not the only way 
that the reason for the call is announced but it occurs with sufficient regularity to 
warrant investigation and analysis. Other formats for the specific reason for the call 
which can be found in our data corpus involve the caller asking the CT directly for 
guidance, advice or suggestions. The following excerpt illustrates this: 
  
18
 
12. call 2_1_10 [extract].  
C: And I don’t know how to like stand up to the bullies and that 9 
CT: [Mm hm 10 
C: [Um do you have any like 11 
 (0.6) 12 
C: Any things to suggest like, 13 
CT: Mm? 14 
C: Who I should speak to and that. 15 
CT: Oh okay,16 
 
 
Or callers may allow the reason for the call to emerge inferentially as evidenced in the 
following: 
13. Call 12_1_8 
 
CT: Hello=Kids Help Line, 1 
C: Hello u::m  2 
(0.8)  3 
well on Monda:y  4 
(0.5)  5 
>I was supposed to be at my boyfriend down the street?< and 6 
when I did meet him he was drunk?= 7 
CT: Mm hmm,  8 
C: =and so u::m  9 
(0.5) 10 
 >I was really angry at him< and so that ni:ght (.) when I went 11 
to this pa:rty (.) °I cheated on him with two people°. 12 
CT:  Uh hmm, 13 
  (2.0) 14 
C:  And like I haven’t told him or anyth:ing. 15 
  (1.0) 16 
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CT:  And how are you feeling about it all no:w,17 
 
In excerpt 13, C concludes her story of her drunken boyfriend and her 
subsequent infidelity with the remark ‘And like I havn’t told him or 
anythi:ng’ (line 15). The implications of this, for example, that she is now feeling 
guilty, are picked up by the counsellor and, we suggest, heard as the reason for the 
call for CT then begins the process of information seeking by inquiring about her 
feelings on line 17. 
 
Formulations in which the caller states that they don’t know what to do appear 
unusual when placed in the context of calls to emergency assistance and in calls made 
to other types of helplines such as those offering computer software support.  That is, 
it would be almost inconceivable to find a caller to an emergency assistance number 
maintaining that they didn’t know what to do as in the following hypothetical 
examples: 
 
C:  I want to report an accident at the junction of …. And I don’t know what to do. 
C: Some teenagers have just vandalized my car … And I don’t know what to do 
C: We have a lady here who has passed out … And we don’t know what to do 
   
In each of these cases, the actual placing of the call to the emergency dispatch 
provider would presumably be understood by both the C and the CT to have already 
accomplished the action that a concerned and responsible citizen should have 
undertaken. In other words the reason for the call has been reflexively achieved in the 
callers’ reportings.  Rather than not knowing what to do callers have already 
manifestly demonstrated they have taken appropriate action. 
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Similarly in calls to the computer software helpline studied by Baker, 
Emmison and Firth (2001), callers account for making their call with a format which 
does not include any reference to not knowing what they should do.  With remarkable 
regularity, callers use a format with the following components:  
 
[I have installed/I am working with (software) product X]  
and/or [I’m trying to do Y]  
followed by [and/but]  
followed by  [something is happening that should not happen] 
and/or [something is not happening that should happen]  
 
Once again the reason for the call is understood to have been reflexively 
accomplished in the details of the caller’s report. Moreover callers to the software 
helpline will typically describe the efforts they have made to sort the problem out for 
themselves prior to calling for technical assistance. In doing so they routinely present 
themselves as competent users of a technical assistance resource. More specifically, 
they have demonstrated a willingness to attempt to help themselves, prior to asking 
for help from a technician (see Edwards & Stokoe, this issue). 
 
We want to propose that utterances such as ‘I don’t know what to do’ or ‘can 
you tell me what to do’ or ‘do you have any advice about what I should do’ are 
employed in calls to Kids Help Line as sequence closing devices. That is, they are 
used by the callers – and heard by the counsellors – as a way of marking that the 
initial report of the trouble of problem which has occasioned the call is, at least for the 
time being, finished and that the caller is ready to let the counsellor begin the work of 
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advice giving.  Moreover their use by callers is something which has been 
necessitated by the sequential environment in which the prior troubles announcement 
has been occurring.  Because they have not been specifically asked by the CT how 
they can be helped, callers resort to narrative tellings of their troubles which are not 
self-evidently concluded at any point.  The type of problem or trouble which the 
helpline routinely seeks inquiries about is also a consideration here.  Callers are not 
reporting emergencies or technical difficulties with computer software but are seeking 
assistance about more generic ‘life-problems’5 , but in each of these cases the caller is 
deemed to be accountable for making the call.  Callers to emergency dispatch 
demonstrate their accountability by having an identifiable emergency to report.  
Callers to the software helpline demonstrate accountability by not simply reporting a 
problem but in showing they recognize its status as a persistent or enduring anomaly – 
something which should not be happening.  Callers to Kids Help Line demonstrate 
accountability by their ability to formulate a specific reason for contacting the 
organization and this is discursively achieved through a device which both explicitly 
ends the troubles telling and invites advice or solicits help.  
 
EXCEPTIONS, DEVIANT CASES AND OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 
Our corpus does include calls for which the model and the device we have 
outlined above is not applicable.  More specifically there are calls where, for one 
reason or another, the announcement of a trouble is not forthcoming and the caller 
formulates a reason for calling in a different way.  The following excerpts show 
examples of this. 
 
14. call 1_2_6 
 
CT: Hi there Kids Help Line, 1 
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 (0.6) 2 
C: Um hi I was actually wondering if you could just give  3 
me a name of a service, 4 
CT: [Mm, 5 
C: [In (0.2)just in the Trundley area for um 6 
(1.0) 7 
C: Sexual abuse counselling. 8 
(1.0) 9 
CT: Sure can,  10 
(0.4) 11 
CT: Just give me a sec,12 
 
In Excerpt 14, the stated reason for calling is to inquire about the name of an 
organization offering sexual abuse counselling.  Although the existence of a problem 
relating to this request may be inferentially heard – and the delay on line 7 which 
prefaces the type of service the caller is seeking works in support of this inference – 
neither the caller or counsellor seek to put this inferentially available trouble on the 
agenda. Instead the caller’s tone and demeanour is breezy, even cheerful and recipient 
design in the CT’s handling of  the request clearly evident. For example he responds 
with an equally breezy ‘Sure can’ on line 10 and then recycles part of her initial turn 
on lines 3 and 4 with ‘Just give me a sec’ on line 12.  
 
15. call 2_1_13 
CT: Hi Kids Help Line, 1 
C: Hello is Jenny there please, 2 
CT: Jenny? 3 
C: Yeah 4 
CT: Okay I'll just check for you, 5 
 (10.0) 6 
CT: A:ah not tonight? 7 
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C: Not tonight? 8 
CT: No she'll be (0.2)Sunday afternoon. 9 
 (0.2) 10 
C: Ohh will she? 11 
CT: Yep, 12 
C: Oh well I'll just talk to you then ha ha, 13 
CT: Okay,14 
 
In Excerpt 15 we see the reason for the call as occurring on line 2 in the 
caller’s request concerning the availability of a particular named counsellor whom she 
has talked with on previous occasions.  Requests of this kind are typically associated 
with what Kids Help Line counselors refer to as ‘social calls’. These are forms of 
contact in which the caller is not directly seeking help or support; invariably they 
involve repeat calls from someone who has already had contact with the helpline, has 
received counselling advice and, often at the counsellors request, is calling again to 
update the counsellor on the trouble. This turns out to be the case in this call. The 
caller is a young girl whose mother has had a serious brain operation.  In her previous 
contact with the Kids Help Line (with Jenny), details about this were provided and 
consequently, we argue, this is why she does not begin this call with the standard 
format of the troubles telling.   As it turns out she does recapitulate some of this 
information to the counsellor she has now reached and – as a first time recipient of the 
news about her mother – he aligns with this recycled troubles telling with appropriate 
conversational receipt tokens: ‘wow’, ‘really’. .  
 
In both these examples, the caller moves immediately on conclusion of the 
greetings sequence to a reason for calling without any prior contextualizing of a 
trouble. In the case of Excerpt 14, the departure from the model is not so easily 
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explained. It is possible that the age of the caller – she turns out to be 20 – may offer 
some clues.  If the abuse counselling she is seeking is for herself  then the events in 
her life for which the counselling is required may be temporally quite distant from this 
call making a ‘here and now’ troubles announcement inappropriate.  An alternative 
scenario might be that she is inquiring on behalf of another – younger – person. In this 
case then the stance she exhibits would attend nicely to the epistemics of knowledge 
about the abuse. That is if the abuse is not ‘hers’ but something experienced by 
another party then an account which placed her as the narrator of the trouble would 
be, if not inappropriate, then interactionally more difficult to manage.  
 
CONCLUSION 
Our analysis of the Kids Help Line openings has identified a number of 
phenomena which differentiate this particular helpline from others and which have 
lead us to describe its speech exchange system as a hybrid of ordinary telephone 
conversation and institutional interaction.  More specifically our investigation of Kids 
Help Line has problematised the idea of the ‘reason for the call’ as the sole conceptual 
device for characterizing the core business performed in call openings. We have 
shown that on this particular helpline,  callers will typically commence with a 
narrative account of the trouble or problem which they have encountered or 
experienced, prior to delivering a more specific reason for why they are now 
contacting the service.  Such narratives are, we suggest, a consequence of the 
sequential environment which characterizes the opening in which the counsellor call 
taker produces only a greeting and an institutional identification – rather than an 
explicit, and manifestly organizational, request as to how the caller can be helped.  
One consequence of the environment set in train by this non-institutional opening is 
that the onus is placed on the caller to account for the call and this is typically done 
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through a troubles telling which, although informative,  is not self evidently 
concluded at any point or hearable as a precise reason for making the call.  The 
business of accounting for a call thus requires callers to Kids Help Line to formulate a 
more specific reason for their call.  
 
We identified a particular utterance which is regularly used by callers in 
formulating their reason for calling, a statement that the caller does not ‘know what to 
do’.  Constructions such as this, as well as cases where the reason for the call is made 
via an explicit request for advice such as ‘can you tell me what to do?’ can be seen as 
devices which bring the ‘opened ended’ troubles announcement sequence to a close 
and which are hearable as invitations for advice giving. We have shown that the 
distinction between the overall trouble or problem and the more specific reason for the 
call is one which the counsellors orient to closely and that they do not make 
substantive contributions to the exchange until they have heard a reason for the call 
delivered.  
 
That said, and the final point for this paper, was the uncovering of what 
appears to be a paradox of interaction. The counsellor’s job is to listen, as evidenced 
by their “we listen – we care” philosophy. This means that counselors, in line with the 
Kids Help Line philosophy, do not explicitly offer advice.  Yet the request for advice 
is the interactional cue to which the counsellors orient in these opening moments.  
 
Elsewhere (Danby & Emmison, in press), we have shown how the counsellor 
skilfully manages this interactional tension between the caller request for advice and 
the institutional philosophy which seeks to empower the young callers through the 
provision of empathetic support rather than solving their problems for them. This is an 
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interactional departure not only from many adult-child interactions, but also from 
much of the interactional work of other helplines. 
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NOTES 
                                                 
1 A reviewer has raised the intriguing question as to whether the widespread adoption of cell 
(mobile) phones may be resulting in changes to the canonical order of these sequences.  We 
accept that this may be a possibility but it is not a matter we can enter into in this paper.  
Moreover we take solace from Schegloff’s observation in his contribution to an edited 
collection dealing with mobile communication (Katz and Aakhus, 2002) that it would be 
essential for researchers investigating such technological developments to ground  their data 
in already established analytical frameworks.  Schegloff refers to  
‘the long-term payoffs of setting new technological inventions in the proper context, 
an analytically conceived context. For they are like naturalistic versions of 
experimental stimuli: given precise analytical characterizations of the field into which 
they are introduced, their effect can be revelatory. Examined as objects in their own 
right, they may yield only noise’ (Schegloff, 2002:298)  
In this sense the continuing relevance of the canonical opening seems assured, if only for 
comparative purposes. 
 
2 But see Schegloff (1986, pp 121-122) who argues that ‘hi’ is not so much a informal variant 
of ‘hello’ but something which is semantically closer to a ‘yeah’.  
 
3 The delivery of the word ‘stay’ on line 6 is marked but we cannot conclusively say 
in what way. It appears to be a faint laughter particle but there is also the possibility 
that it is closer to what Hepburn (2004) terms ‘wobbly voice’, in which case it could 
indicate emotional distress.  However as there are no other ‘features of crying’ evident 
in the call we are inclined to the former description.  See also note 4 for further 
comment. 
 
4 There are some additional aspects to the call which might also influence the CT’s more  
cautious alignment. Both the occurrence of the laughter particle and the fact that the caller is 
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with a friend are features which counsellors orient to closely in the initial stages of calls. The 
helpline receives a considerable number of ‘prank calls’ and one resource  which is utilized by 
counsellors in identifying such calls is hearable information (for example background giggles 
and whispers) that the caller is not alone.  In this case although its status as an outright ‘prank’ 
cannot be determined it is possible that the CT has heard the news about the friend having no 
credit on her mobile phone as an ‘indirect request’ for the helpline to somehow provide this.  
Warrant for this interpretation can be found later in the call after the caller has repeated the 
information about the lack of credit on the phone and therefore her inability to make contact 
with her friends.  The counsellor remarks as follows: 
 
CT: I’m not really sure what we can do for you, 
 (0.4) 
 Ah I mean there’s no way we can arrange to put (.) put any 
money on her phone. 
 (1.0) 
 A::h 
 (1.0) 
 If she wanted to make a call to a hostel or a youth hostel or 
something like that we might be able to do a three-way, 
 (0.2) 
C: Ye:ah, 
CT: But um 
(1.4) 
 I don’t think there’s any way we can do three-ways with a whole 
bunch of her friends. 
 
A detailed consideration of ‘prank calls’ is beyond the scope of this paper.  For an initial 
discussion of this phenomenon see Baker, Danby and Emmison (2003). 
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5  A very small number of calls in our corpus concern matters about which additional, 
external, professional help may be warranted  For example a female caller reports being 
suicidal and the counsellor, after almost an hour of talk elicits an agreement from her that she 
will call the helpline again the following day.   
